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PROBLEMS OF COLONIZATION AND INCREASE 
OF SEA-BIRDS ON GREAT SALTEE ISLAND. 

BY 

R. S. POLLARD. 

IN the interesting account of the Grassholm Gannets (antea, 
pp. 142-152) reference is made to the occurrence of the 
Gannet (Sula bassana) on Great Saltee Island, co. Wexford. 

This occurrence presents an interesting problem. In May, 
1929, we found two pairs of these birds nesting together in a 
rather precipitous and open bay. Whether this was their 
first year on the island we could not discover ; but as none of 
the local fishermen had observed them, and we can trace no 
record of the site in previous literature, it seems very likely. 
Both eggs disappeared during the week and as there were 
numbers of Herring-Gulls and Jackdaws nesting in the bav 
this was scarcely surprising. 

In 1930 the nest was empty, but two birds were frequently 
seen, and one was observed standing for long periods on the 
nest. There was no egg, however, when we left on June 15th. 

In 1932 there were again two pairs, each with an egg, 
and again both eggs and one pair of birds disappeared during 
our stay. 

In 1933 there was one pair, and an egg was being brooded 
when we left. 

Whether they have ever succeeded in bringing off a young 
one we do not know, but it seems highly improbable, particu
larly as visitors are frequently taken to see the birds which are 
now locally famous, and on occasion the sitting bird is 
frightened off for the pleasure of seeing its wingspread at close 
quarters. 

This is obviously not a colonization in the ordinary sense. 
Where such have occurred, as for example on some of the 
rock stacks at Hermaness, Shetland, the site has been remote 
from egg thieves and human visitors and safety has been 
ensured by a larger nucleus of breeders. How can this 
persistent occupation of an unsuitable, lonely and probably 
unsuccessful site be explained ? The birds can scarcely be 
regarded as exiles from a large colony (Grassholm is 60 miles 
away) as there were originally two pairs. 

On the higher cliffs further west a true and typical coloniza
tion is taking place. A few Fulmar Petrels (Fulmarus g. 
glacialis) were noticed in 1930 and eventually a pair was 
discovered with an egg and photographed ; the first record, 
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we believe, of this species breeding in S.E. Ireland. Five 
birds were seen off-shore in 1932 bu t a violent south-westerly 
gale made close investigation of the cliffs too perilous. In 
1933, however, we located four pairs sitting on eggs, and had 
no doubt there were several others. This slow bu t steady 
increase, we think, is typical of much recent colonization by 
this species. 

Another interesting problem is presented by the Great 
Black-backed Gulls (Larus marinus) alluded to by Mr. C. 
Oldham (antea, p . 38). In 1929 we made a rough estimate of 
the numbers in the gull colonies on the island. There were 
then about 40 pairs of Great Black-backed, 150 pairs of 
Lesser Black-backed {Larus f. graeilsii) and 500-600 pairs 
of Herring-Gulls (Larus a, argentatus). The numbers for 
1930 were 60, 150 and 650-750. But when we returned to the 
island two years later there were a t least 200 pairs of Great 
Black-backed while the Lessers were still at 150 pairs and the 
Herring-Gulls had shown the same steady increase. If the 
figures are compared, the differences are sufficiently striking. 

Pairs of 1929 1930 1932 1933 
Great Black-backed Gull ... 40 60 200 250 
Lesser Black-backed Gull ... 150 150 150 150 
Herring-Gull... 500 650-750 850 1,000 
There are several points of interest in these figures, but the 

most difficult of explanation is the sudden increase in 1931 
or 1932 of the Great Black-backed Gulls. 

If each pair rear two young each year, and if there are 
no casualties among the older birds, and if all the young reared 
reach matur i ty in the fourth year ; if the sexes are produced 
in equal numbers, and if all the island-bred birds return to the 
island to breed, the figures would be as follows, starting with 
thirty-six established pairs :— 

Pairs 1929 1930 1931 1932 1933 
Theoretical 36 50 69 95 131 
Actual 40 60 — 200 250 
These increases are ideal and could probably be halved so 

tha t in 1931 or 1932 there was an influx of 100-120 pairs of 
breeding birds. There is no large colony nearer than the 
Scilly Isles and we understand tha t the species there is 
increasing. Whence can these birds have come, and why ? 

I t seems to us that some effective method should be devised 
of ringing young gulls and catching them up later in whole
sale fashion so tha t we could get some definite information 
on this and various kindred problems. 
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To what extent do the young return to breed in the locality 
where they were born ? Where do they spend the breeding-
seasons before they reach maturity ? (We have only once 
recorded an immature Great Black-backed Gull during the 
nesting period on Saltee.) 

Are the sexes produced normally in roughly equal numbers 
and does the balance depend to any extent on weather and 
food supply ? Does winter flocking determine to any extent 
the breeding distribution ? 

These are all questions to which no answer is at present 
possible. 

Another problem arises with regard to the Lesser Black-
backed Gulls. Their numbers have remained stationary, 
while their near relatives, the Herring-Gulls, have been 
increasing, and this in spite of the fact that the latter are being 
forced into most unsuitable and unusual nesting-sites, while 
there is ample and highly suitable space for an extension of 
the former. 


